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New Online Ethnicities and the Politics
of Representation
Vince Marotta
The paper interrogates the literature on online cultural and religious identities through a
critical engagement of Stuart Hall’s work on new ethnicity and regimes of representation.
It suggests that this literature conflates Hall’s notion of ‘new ethnicity’ with one that
argues that online cultural and religious identities are ‘new’ because of transnational and
global processes, the pervasiveness of computer-mediated communication and the global
mobility of immigrants. Thus, current research on online ethnic and religious identities
underestimates the complexity of Hall’s concept and to highlight this complexity we
ponder the extent to which new online ethnicities  as expressed in the current literature 
reflect, construct or renegotiate so-called offline ethnicities. The paper concludes that
online ethnic subjectivities, while providing alternative representations to counteract the
dominant racist discourse within host societies, still reflect mimic essentialist voices.
Keywords: Computer-Mediated Communication; Cultural Politics; Essentialism; New
Ethnicities; Online Identities; Representation; Stuart Hall; Virtual Ethnicities
Over 20 years ago, Stuart Hall contemplated the emergence of a new conception of
ethnic identity, which, on the one hand, challenged the dominant racist discourse
that existed in British society and, on the other, questioned the alternative identity
politics that had emerged as a response to this dominant discourse. This new
ethnicity conceptualises difference in terms of its positional, conditional and
contested nature and acknowledges the role that marginal voices play in questioning
the racist practices within immigrant societies; moreover, the idea entails a critical
self-reflexive consciousness that realises ‘‘we all speak from a particular place, out of a
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particular history, out of a particular experience, a particular culture, without being
contained by that position’’ (Hall 1996: 447). This new ethnicity, claims Hall, means
the end to the essentialist ethnic subject.
Hall’s notion of ‘new ethnicities’ has informed the burgeoning scholarship
on online cultural and religious identities. These studies  both implicitly and
explicitly have demonstrated the potential of this idea to illuminate and rethink our
understanding of the digital ethnic and religious subject. The intention of this paper
is twofold: first, to examine how the existing literature on these digital subjects
underestimates the role which the regimes of representation play in Hall’s
conceptualisation of ‘new ethnicity’; second, it investigates how the literature
conflates Hall’s idea with an alternative account of ‘new ethnicity’ that is more
aligned with globalising and transnational processes. In order to highlight these
crucial differences we categorise Hall’s account as ‘New Ethnicity I’ while the latter
we classify as ‘New Ethnicity II’. The paper does not intend to engage directly with
some of the findings and claims located in the research on online religious and
cultural identities; rather it intends to foreground and then critique the underlying
representational practices that characterise this literature. This type of investigation
can contribute to a more self-reflexive migration scholarship in which researchers
critically reflect not only on their own representational practices but those adopted by
the participants in their studies. Moreover, such an analysis has the potential to
rethink and reinterpret the digital ethnic and religious subject that exists in current
research.
The first part of the paper provides a brief exegesis of Hall’s work on ‘new
ethnicity’ by focusing on the relationship between the regimes of representation and
his notion of ‘Identity Politics One’. Using the category of ‘New Ethnicity II’, the
discussion then considers the alternative ways in which online cultural and religious
identities have been labelled as ‘new’. This ‘newness’ can be related to a variety of
interconnected factors: such as transnational and global processes, the prevalence of
computer-mediated communication in our everyday life and the de-territorialisation
thesis. Following this analysis, we investigate how research on online ethnic
communities has used but underestimated the nuances of Hall’s idea of ‘new
ethnicity’. The concluding remarks identify key limitations within Hall’s idea and
argue that the new online ethnicities evident in the migration literature can be
conceptualised as a continuation rather than a break from the underlying mimic
forms of representation that constitute ‘Identity Politics One’.
Stuart Hall and ‘New Ethnicities I’
In a seminal paper entitled ‘‘New Ethnicities’’, Hall (1996 [1989]) identifies a new
discourse emerging out of the cultural politics of English society in the 1970s and
1980s. Through an examination of the constitution of ‘black subjectivity’ and the
representation of the ‘black’ experience in film and in the broader British society, Hall
notes that this new discourse on ethnicity destabilises and politicises traditional
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theories of representation. Hall elucidates three theories of representation that are
pivotal to comprehending the nature of understanding and construction of knowl-
edge: the mimic, the intentional and the constructivist (Hall 1997). The mimic or
reflective approach conceives meaning as embedded in the image, event or person
that exists in the real physical world. Meaning already exists in the world and all we
need to do is locate the appropriate medium to express this meaning. Language,
words, images and drawings are the means by which we can have access to and mirror
reality. This account confuses the ‘real’ tree with the drawing of a tree, the ‘real’
‘black’ person with the photographic or media image of blackness, the ‘real’
migration experience with a written account of this experience.
In contrast, the intentional approach argues that it is the speaker, the author, the
director or the painter who imposes meaning onto the events and objects they are
depicting. This depiction is achieved through speech, through the written word,
through film or through the use of different colours on a canvass. The authors’ words
on paper reflect their intention while the meaning of the painting reflects the intent
of the painter. This approach implies that meaning is not constructed dialogically,
rather the artist’s private language creates meaning for the reader, the audience or the
viewer.
The final approach  which has become a dominant intellectual paradigm in
disciplines such as sociology and cultural studies (Schmidt 2001)  argues that
meaning is socially constructed. The social constructionist position that Hall sup-
ports advocates that the origin of meaning cannot be found in objects or the indivi-
dual. Through various representational systems we represent the material world and
hence ‘‘things don’t mean: we construct meaning, using representational systems 
concepts and signs’’ (Hall 1997: 25).
These regimes of representation, for Hall, are expressed in the cultural politics of
British society in the 1960s and 1970s. Hall aligns the mimic system of representation
with what he terms ‘Identity Politics One’; this identity politics constructs a defensive
collectivist identity that is a response to the racist practices of white society; in order
to deal with racism and exclusion within the host society, immigrants search for or
return to their so-called original roots. This reactionary identity allows marginalised
groups ‘‘to come to representation’’ and take control of their own representational
practices (Hall 1997: 5253).
The cultural politics of blackness, however, essentialises blackness and suppresses
and silences an internal otherness based on gender and nationality. Thus, while the
cultural politics of the black subject provided the conditions to resist the dominant
white discourse on blackness within British society, it perpetuates similar exclu-
sionary and representational practices within its own group. Identity Politics One
embraces a difference that reflects the ‘reality’ of the black experience, but it manages
to elide other types of differences and voices. The paradox of essentialism is that it
provides the possibilities for agency and political activism for minority groups by
allowing these groups the cultural and social space to express their own suppressed
‘authentic’ identities while simultaneously stifling the expression of other types of
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differences based on gender, class and nationality. What occurs is the displacement of
the dominant negative discourse of the black subject in which the black experience
and identity is essentialised, homogenised and stereotyped with one which provides a
‘‘positive black imagery’’ (Hall 1996: 442). Hence, there are contestations over the
authenticity of the black experience and black identity. The cultural politics of the
1970s and 1980s demonstrated that the representation/depiction of the black subject
in British films, the media and public discourse was a ‘misrepresentation’. In other
words, from the position of Identity Politics One, the racist discourse in Britain
distorted the authentic identity of the black subject and this distortion contributed
to the marginalisation and oppression of black people in Britain. The signifiers
(the images and portrayals of blackness) did not adequately capture/mimic the
signified (the concept of blackness).
The new cultural politics of the 1970s and 1980s led to a change in the regimes of
representation. The voice of the black subject now became prominent within the
representational discourses. Through the work of black artists, musicians, academics
and political activists, a new and positive image of blackness emerged. Nonetheless,
for Hall, this alternative representational system, as with the dominant white
discourse on blackness, is still embedded within a mimic theory of representation.
In contrast to the dominant white representations, which according to the
representatives of the radical black community, distort the lives and identities of
black people, the cultural politics of black subjectivity adopts an insider perspective
in which the true essence of the black experience can only be captured by those from
similar cultural and racial backgrounds. Hall questions the politics of positionality
and suggests that there is no reason why a film produced, directed and acted by black
people is inherently better in terms of its aesthetic qualities or why politics will
change because we have more women in positions of power (Hall 1997: 58). In terms
of the regimes of representation, Identity Politics One signifies a shift away from the
‘dominant’ representations of blackness to a more ‘authentic’ minority depiction of
black subjectivity. Nonetheless, both essentialise the category of blackness; the former
in negative and oppressive ways while the latter in positive and empowering terms.
Although black people become active agents because they are now the subject rather
than the object of representational practices, the cultural politics of the black
movement implies that it is only by allowing the voice of the other to speak that an
authentic depiction of the black experience is possible. This mimic approach to
representation assumes that a real black experience is out there in the world and that
this experience is distorted and misrepresented when it originates from a privileged
white position. The politics of positionality affects one’s self-understanding, the
understanding of the other and the construction of knowledge.
In contrast to ‘Identity Politics One’, Hall theorises a new conception of identity in
which identity is conceptualised across difference. It is an identity that recognises the
diversity of the black experience while acknowledging the demise of ‘‘the innocent
notion of the essential black subject’’ (Hall 1996: 443, 1997: 57). This conceptual shift
is underlined by the adoption of a different representational system in which identity
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is articulated as a constitutive rather than a reflective or intentional process. For Hall,
the ‘old’ conception of ethnicity is being questioned and thus the destabilisation of
the black subject exposes the many subject positions, social experiences and cultural
identities hidden behind this category. Unrelated to both the ‘dominant’ and
‘minority’ representations, a new representational system is evident in which meaning
is understood as socially constructed and this leads Hall to conclude that ‘‘‘black’ is
essentially a politically and culturally constructed category’’ and cannot be identified
with a set of permanent trans-cultural racial categories which are fixed and
homogenous. This new identity framework reconceptualises the black subject in
terms of its historical context, its multiplicities, while highlighting the importance of
the intersectionality of gender, class and sexuality within this ethnic subject position.
The category of ‘new ethnicity’, according to Hall, represents a situation in which we
can no longer conduct black politics through a strategy of a simple reversal in which
the ‘‘bad old essential black subject’’ is replaced by ‘‘the new essentially good black
subject’’ (1996: 444). There is no guarantee of authenticity (Hall 1997: 58), no
returning to one’s origins or roots because the new ethnicity highlights the
contradictions and contested nature of blackness.
Hall’s work on ‘new ethnicity’ and its underlying representational practices has had
a major impact on ethnic and racial studies. This is clearly evident in the increasing
number of studies that problematise ‘dominant’ and ‘minority’ essentialist and
universalistic approaches to collectivist identities. This new identity framework
permits us to question both a notion of ethnicity which aligns itself to an
exclusionary nationalism and an ethnicity which is adopted by the anti-racist liberal
discourse that advocates ideas such as ‘multi-ethnicity’ and ‘multiculturalism’. Both
approaches conceive of ‘cultures’ as fixed and distinct entities and consequently these
universal and essentialist categories lead to exclusionary and oppressive practices.
For Hall, the ‘new ethnicity’ paradigm challenges these essentialist discourses by
acknowledging, ‘‘the place of history, language, and culture in the construction
of subjectivity and identity’’; furthermore, the new category provides the insight
that ‘‘all discourse is placed, positioned, situated and all knowledge is contextual’’
(1996: 446). This new critical social constructionist framework also re-theorises
difference by moving it away from a conception of difference which separates and
reinforces essentialist categories  an approach adopted by the liberal version of
multiculturalism, to one in which ‘difference’ highlights the conditionality and
positionality of cultures.
Finally, what underlines Hall’s account of ‘new ethnicity’ is a descriptive and
analytical framework. In its descriptive dimension it denotes a new form of
subjectivity that is anti-essentialist, fluid and multiple that Hall believes has become
increasingly apparent in British society. Further, the category implies a critical
theoretical framework that migration scholars can adopt in their investigations of the
construction and representation of ethnic and racial identities. In other words, as
interpreters of the world, this ‘new ethnicity’ framework allows us to abandon
essentialist and universalist categories and opens up a critical discourse regarding
Journal of Intercultural Studies 543
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‘‘forms of representation, the subjects of representations and the regimes of
representations’’ (Hall 1996: 448). Migration scholars, by incorporating this critical
framework, become mindful of the mimic forms of representation informing their
work. Hence the idea of ‘new ethnicity’ can refer to a critical consciousness that
adopts a social constructionist stance when thinking and writing about the experience
of immigrants and it can also denote a description of the ‘real world’ where new
forms of ethnic subjectivities are emerging. This distinction is crucial when we come
to analyse the literature on the nature and constitution of online ethnic and religious
identities. Before we engage with this literature, however, we need to identify how the
idea of New Ethnicity I compares with another formulation of ethnic identity that we
can classify as New Ethnicity II. By identifying the differences between these two
types, we can shed light on the conceptual confusion surrounding recent discussions
on virtual ethnicities.
New Ethnicities II: Transnational Mobilities and Computer-Mediated
Communication (CMC)
The scholarship on ethnic and racial studies has shown that online cultural and
religious identities are ‘new’ in ways that are not always consistent with Hall’s
concept. Contrary to Hall’s position, contemporary work argues that online cultural
and religious identities are ‘new’ because CMCs have brought forth new forms of
social interactions and belonging.
New Ethnicities II have emerged as a consequence of globalising and transnational
processes, the ubiquitous nature of CMC and the increasing global mobility of
immigrants. This discourse underscores how travel and mobility have become the key
metaphors in understanding ‘‘contemporary socialities’’ (Urry 2002: 257) and the
impact of this ‘‘‘mobility turn’ is now spreading into and transforming the social
sciences’’ (Sheller and Urry 2006: 208). The ‘‘mobility paradigm’’ argues against the
‘‘ontology of distinct places and people’’ and advocates a ‘‘dwelling in motion’’ in
which place is not fixed but is characterised by complex networks of social relations
(Sheller and Urry 2006: 209212). This paradigm accepts that economic and cultural
globalisation has led to the increasing mobility of people, however, this mobility is
not evenly spread amongst the world’s population and in fact globalisation has a
paradoxical effect in which ‘‘significant forms of immobility for political regulation of
persons [stand] alongside the mobility of goods and services’’ (Turner 2007: 287).
Within ethnic and migration studies, the mobility paradigm focuses on how
transmigrants construct multiple homes and hence home is less about locality and
place and more about movement and process. Accompanying these observations is
the contention that culture has now been de-territorialised (Papastergiadis 2000). We
have seen the decoupling of place from culture and home has now become a
moveable (Al-Ali and Koser 2002: 6) and ‘portable’ (Yeoh et al. 2003: 207) concept;
it is now conceived as a floating signifier that is never confined to one place. The
de-territorialisation thesis has meant that transnational migrants, through their
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continued movement between not only sending and receiving countries but between
host societies, re-imagine and re-constitute their ‘original’ home: new memories
continually replace existing memories as they move between multiple sites. In this
transnational social place, transnational migrants construct multiple allegiances to
places so that home becomes a multifarious category (Al-Ali and Koser 2002, Hughes
2006).
In light of these transnational and global processes and the pervasiveness of CMC,
online cultural and religious identities are ‘new’ in a variety of ways: in the first
instance, cultural and religious groups, from multiple host societies, can maintain
and renegotiate collective identities across time and space; in addition, they are ‘new’
because intra-cultural interaction occurs through anonymous disembodied CMC;
finally, ethnic and religious groups no longer rely on face-to-face interaction or
physical proximity to sustain cultural and religious identities. These characteristics
underline ‘New Ethnicities II’ and are clearly captured in the work of such writers
as Wah (2000), Da Rosa et al. (2002), Adams and Ghose (2003), Diamandaki (2003),
Cesari (2004), Washington (2005) and Padilla-Miller (2008). These studies, in their
own specific ways, argue that compared to offline ‘old’ ethnicities that are grounded
in the materiality of everyday life, online ethnicities epitomise de-territorialising
practices, can express common values and practices that extend beyond national
borders and generate novel forms of ‘social belonging’ that are disembodied and
transcend time and place. For example, the use of the Internet by South Asians in the
USA and UK, shows how new online transnational hybrid cultures and identities are
emerging (Thompson 2002), while the ‘newness’ of online ethnicities is evident in the
experiences of diasporic people who use online forums and websites to construct a
sense of belonging and commonality that was unavailable due to their geographical
separation and distances (Mitra 2001: 30). These accounts imply that in contrast to
offline (old?) identities, these ‘new’ online cultural and religious identities are fluid,
multiple and contingent because they are entrenched within globalising processes and
new communication technologies.
Hall and the Scholarship on New Online Ethnicities
In light of the preceding discussion, to what extent are these new online cultural and
religious identities analogous with Hall’s category? Contemporary migration scholars
have drawn on Hall’s ideas and his conceptual framework when conducting empirical
work on online ethnicities. The work of Parker and Song (2006a, 2006b, 2007
2009) and Mainsah (2011) are recent scholars who have explored the potential of
Hall’s work in illuminating the online world of cultural groups. In their various
publications Parker and Song use the term ‘new ethnicities’ and stress how online
ethnicities reinforce Hall’s conceptualisation of identity as a multiple and unfinished
project, but also as a site of power struggles. They examine how British Chinese
websites illustrate the emergence of new ethnicities online. According to these
authors, these new online ethnicities can be distinguished by several characteristics:
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they are future oriented, are multi-faceted, are culturally rather than biologically
determined and they are positional and contingent. They acknowledge the
paradoxical nature of the Internet in which segregation and racial essentialisms
coexist with new forms of identity that are supposedly more open and anti-
essentialist; nonetheless, their analysis of the types of identities that emerge within the
Chinese websites are inconsistent with these observations.
Parker and Song demonstrate how the British Chinese websites reflect transna-
tional and global processes, but also contemplate how CMC is a means of self-
expression while simultaneously connecting the diasporic Chinese to a collective
experience that offers them a form of online social capital. These observations
are consistent with the idea of New Ethnicities II because Parker and Song
argue that young British-born Chinese (BBC) utilise these sites to contest the
stereotypical depictions of Chinese people that are evident in the offline world of the
host society. Moreover, some of the public forums on these websites also
demonstrate the struggle over what constitutes being Chinese. The authors conclude
that even though there is contestation over what constitutes a BBC, the online
discussions demonstrate ‘‘an emergent British Chinese sensibility and identity’’
(Parker and Song 2007: 1050) in which second-generation BBC negotiate their
‘British’ and ‘Chinese’ identities.
The authors document how the Chinese websites reflect the emergence of a ‘new’
ethnic identity because the emergence of ‘new media’ allows BBC wider access to the
means of representation and a quicker response to the inequalities and racism
experienced by Chinese immigrants in host societies. The Internet allows them to
express a ‘prevailing spirit of British Chinese online’ which is self-reflexive, self-
critical and rearticulates rather than reiterates existing Chinese identities constructed
in the host society. The second-generation BBC ‘‘orient themselves to both the British
and Chinese aspects of their background’’ in which ‘‘truly hybrid forms’’ emerge
(Parker and Song 2009: 600).
What is marginalised in these accounts is Hall’s discussion on theories of
representations and their relationship with essentialist and anti-essentialist practices.
The second-generation BBC are resisting and challenging existing representations of
‘Chinese’, but these representations  those that are perpetuated by the host society
and the alternative online representations expressed by BBC  are still embedded
within mimic forms of representation. The BBC provide an alternative representation
of second-generation British Chinese that is being marginalised and suppressed by
the host society. There is a change in the representational discourse in which the
dominant white representations which, according to the representatives of the online
BBC, distort the lives and identities of young Chinese people. Contrary to Parker and
Song’s claim, the cultural politics of online Chinese subjectivity still express the
characteristics of Identity Politics One.
There is also some confusion on the part of Parker and Song over what constitutes
Hall’s idea of ‘new ethnicity’. In the first instance, the authors associate the idea
with the ‘‘positive implications of cultural transformations’’, with the ‘‘in-between
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spaces opening up’’ in the online environment and with ideas such as hybridity and
Third Space (Parker and Song 2009: 585). Later in the paper they suggest that Hall’s
discussion of identity formation focuses on ‘‘the formative role of representation, the
multiple and unfinished nature of identities, and their formation through relation-
ships with antagonistic others’’ (Parker and Song 2009: 589). In their concluding
remarks they claim that what ‘‘is ‘new’ about ethnic identity formation after the
emergence of new media is wider access to the means of representation’’ and these
‘‘ethnicities increasingly take the form of networked identities’’ (Parker and Song
2009: 599). This account tends to downplay Hall’s conceptualisation of new ethnicity
that is specifically linked to the regimes of representation and is a response to Identity
Politics One. To suggest that the new media provides second-generation BBC
‘‘a wider access to the means of representation’’ says little about the type of
representation (mimic, intentional or constructionist) employed by the participants.
Moreover, the authors’ understanding of ‘new ethnicities’ is occasionally confined to
the category of New Ethnicity I which focuses on how cultural groups use the
Internet to contest existing Chinese identities. Although the new media provides a
quicker response to the injustices that exist in the ‘real world’, these responses are
confined within an essentialist discourse and mimic forms of representations and
therefore are not consistent with Hall’s idea of new ethnicity.
Furthermore, the authors use the language of anti-essentialism, hybridity and
fluidity and argue that the ‘dominant disposition’ within the Chinese websites is one
of ‘‘a complex speaking position’’ (Parker and Song 2009: 595) which draws on
aspects of British and Chinese identity. They also provide various examples to
illustrate the counter-discourse of essentialism expressed in these sites. Nonetheless,
the authors implicitly adopt an essentialist or organic stance towards hybridity
(Werbner 1997) in their description of the ‘new’ online ethnic subject. This organic
position presupposes a set of essentialised identities  British and Chinese, white and
black or host and immigrant  that come together to form a fixed, unified hybrid self.
Organic hybridity highlights that fusions between fixed homogenised cultures have
always existed; organic hybridisation is a conservative force because it constructs a
hybrid subject that does not explicitly challenge the existing essentialist identities. The
authors thus ignore Bhabha’s critique (1994) of this organic conception of hybridity
in which cultures are not homogenous essences and that hybrids are never simply a
mixture of pre-existing identities. Parker and Song’s description of hybrid identity
implies that a new Chinese-British identity is constructed that still has some
essentialist tendencies, especially when they refer to a ‘Chinese sensibility’ emerging
in the online environment. It is left unstated what a ‘Chinese sensibility’ entails, and
the use of such essentialist terms implies the existence of a contrasting homogenous
online ‘British sensibility’.
In contrast to Parker and Song, the work by Mainsah (2011) provides a more
nuanced examination of Hall’s regimes of representation and their relationship to
online ethnicities. Mainsah (2011) investigates how Norwegian immigrant youth use
social network sites to manage their online identities and highlights how they
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experience online restrictions when constructing these identities. Mainsah contends,
in contrast to Parker and Song’s findings (2009: 597) that the new online cultural
identities do not always reflect fluid and flexible identities and that online forums
are ‘‘not necessarily a terrain of resistance’’ nor encourage direct action (Mainsah
2011: 190). The social network sites, however, occasionally provide opportunities for
ethnic youth in Norway to construct new images that disrupt and dispute the
essentialist and negative constructions of immigrants in Norway. Mainsah concludes
that these new images have had little effect on the regimes of representation; however,
it is never made explicit in this study what these regimes of representation entail
and, contrary to the above conclusion, it could be argued that the regimes of
representation, in terms of the responses of the Norwegian immigrant youth, have
altered. Ethnic youth do challenge the marginalising and repressive racist discourse in
Norway, but these challenges are confined within the representational struggles that
characterise Identity Politics One.
As mentioned earlier, this identity politics constructs a defensive collectivist
identity in response to the racist practices of host societies; in response to the racism
and exclusion that ethnic youth experience in Norway, these young immigrants 
through the online environment  search for or return to their original roots.
Drawing on the work of Paul Gilroy on the dialectics of diasporic identification,
Mainsah postulates that the participants in the study tend to ‘‘turn inwards to reassert
their ethnic identity and community’’ (2011: 186) and through these social network
sites they realise that ‘‘identity is not about ‘where you are at’, but rather ‘where you
are from’’’ (186). This reactionary identity allows marginalised groups, according to
Hall, ‘‘to come to representation’’ and take control of their own representational
practices (1997: 5253). Ethnic youth adopt online cultural practices that express
mimic rather than constructionist forms of representation. In other words, similar to
Identity Politics One that Hall used to explain the black movement in British society
in the 1970s and 1980s, young immigrants are contesting the distorted racist
depictions of themselves in Norwegian society. Mainsah’s research indirectly shows
that immigrant youth, through their online forums, present themselves as more
‘authentic’ and ‘realistic’ than the distorted racist images constructed offline by the
host society.
Although these representative studies suggest that new forms of cultural identities
are emerging that are consistent with Hall’s notion of ‘new ethnicity’, they in fact
illustrate that online ethnicities are still embedded in mimic forms of representation.
What they imply is how, in an online environment, mimic representational practices
are evident within the host and minority discourse. What this literature does not
make explicit, is that ethnic and racial websites, discussion forums, blogs and social
network sites allow immigrants across a variety of host societies to resist and question
dominant representations at a local and global level while never moving beyond
mimic representations.
These unacknowledged mimic forms of representation reappear in studies on the
online experience of Muslim (Mandaville 2001) and Indian diaspora (Mitra 2001).
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Such studies highlight how cyberspace provides the opportunity for dissenting voices
to challenge the dominant Western discourse of Islam but it also challenges
fundamentalist representations of Islam within the larger global Muslim community.
The dominant fundamentalist discourse within Islam aims towards closure and seeks
to reduce cultural complexity. In contrast, ‘soundbite Islam’ (Mandaville 2001) has
opened new social spaces for religious contestation where traditional sources of
authority have been challenged. What this literature shows is that the Internet
changes the relations of representation by opening up a space for marginal voices to
resist not only the dominant Western discourse on Islam, but also the exclusionary
and repressive discourse within Islam.
Mitra’s account (2001) of the Indian diaspora on cyberspace shows that they are
now able to represent themselves and undermine the dominant representations of the
Indian Other that exist within traditional media outlets in their host societies. Mitra
concludes that the virtual Indian subject presented online is fragmented and has no
central source in cyberspace. These studies illustrate that the constitution of a Muslim
or Indian identity is being challenged through these online encounters. Nonetheless,
these challenges are articulated through the discourse of Identity Politics One. The
Western mimic representation of Islam and Indian identity is being challenged by
another non-dominant mimic representation (New Ethnicity II). What this work on
virtual ethnic and religious identities demonstrates is that within cyberspace, the
relations of representation have changed, but these changes do not always encourage
the type of new ethnicity that Hall has conceptualised.
In contrast to the existing literature on online ethnic and religious groups, an
assessment informed by Hall’s concept would directly engage with the regimes of
representation and its connection to Identity Politics One. For example, the
contestation over the relations of representation and issues of positionality is
exemplified in an online forum known as AussieMuslims.com-Home of Australian
Muslims. In a thread called ‘‘This is what Aussies are doing against Muslims’’ one of
the contributors pasted an email that was being spammed over the Internet criticising
Australian Muslims for wanting to have their own public holidays, requesting the
Australian national anthem be sung in Arabic, and forcing public school children to
consume Halal meat pies and sausage rolls. The email concluded with the statement
that ‘‘Immigrants, Not Australians, Must Adapt’’. The discussion thread led to angry
comments regarding ‘redneck’ Aussies and ‘Bogans’ and their racist attitudes, but it
also generated a discussion over what constitutes an ‘Aussie’ and the differences
within the category Muslim. For example, some of the postings highlighted the fact
that not all ‘Lebos’ are Muslims while others argued that not all ‘Aussies’ accept the
racist comments expressed in the email. The thread continued with one of the
participants questioning what constitutes a Muslim, because while walking in public
in Malaysia he was perceived as a ‘Muslim tourist’ and was abused from passing cars
because he was white. He concluded that ‘rednecks’ can be seen across a variety of
cultures, even within Islamic nations.
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This online forum reinforces the point that these virtual worlds provide opportu-
nities for dissenting voices to counteract the homogenising Western discourses
on Islam, while providing an online social space in which a Muslim identity is both
essentialised and contested, but all within mimic forms of representation. This
example illustrates how Identity Politics One can still express itself in an online
environment. The negative ethnic and religious subject is replaced by a more
‘authentic’ positive subject even if this ‘authentic’ positive subject is a fluid and
fragmented one. Both subjects can claim to reflect or mirror the ‘real’ identity and
experiences of Muslims but this places them within a discourse that has little
resemblance to the social constructionist practices underlying New Ethnicity I.
Conclusion
At the analytical level, Hall’s idea of ‘new ethnicity’ allows him to critique the mimic
and intentional systems of representation. At the descriptive level, however, it is
reduced to the very system of representation that it problematicises. Hall uses the
category of ‘new ethnicity’ to depict or mirror a new form of cultural identity that he
has observed emerging in British society. The descriptive dimension of ‘new ethnicity’
makes it difficult to escape mimic forms of representation because our understanding
of the world is partly predicated on depicting a world that is ‘real’ to us. For example,
to argue that a ‘new ethnicity’ has emerged demonstrates that Hall’s account
accurately reflects/mimics a new emerging reality and that Identity Politics One, with
its essentialist outlook, distorts or is unaware of this ‘new’ reality.
This inability to transcend mimic representational practices is also evident when
studies on online ethnicities attempt to explain the relationship between the virtual
and real world. The literature surveyed in this paper implies that the virtual does not
construct the real world nor does the real world construct the virtual, rather the
relationship between the two is one in which the virtual mirrors or imitates the ‘real’
experiences of racial and ethnic groups. This is clearly evident in a recent study by
Grasmuck et al. (2009) on how American university students manage ethno-racial
identities on Facebook. The authors conclude that these ‘‘online environments . . .
established an online racial world similar to the offline world’’ (Grasmuck et al. 2009:
160, my emphasis) and like the offline world, Facebook does not make race an
available category for participants to use to express their identity. Facebook thus
‘‘reinforces the dominant colorblind mentality and perpetuates the racialised visual
classification of others’’ (Grasmuck et al. 2009: 164, my emphasis) that is apparent
offline. Finally, Facebook identities that are ‘‘performed by different ethno-racial
groups will reflect . . . their offline selves as well as reflect the broader racial dynamics
of the offline campus environment’’ (Grasmuck et al. 2009: 165, my emphasis).
Words like ‘similar’, ‘reinforce’ and ‘reflect’ demonstrate that work on virtual ethnic
and racial subjects find it difficult to move beyond mimic forms of representation in
their analysis of online ethnicities. The online world that is portrayed does not
demonstrate that the offline environment is being reconstructed as a consequence of
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online interaction; rather the research suggests that the online world of ethnic and
religious groups reinforces existing offline forms of representation.
Although Hall argues there ‘‘is no sense in which a new phase in black cultural
politics could replace the earlier one’’ (Hall 1996: 442), the online ethnicity literature
still assumes that some kind of shift has occurred in online cultural politics.
Consequently, this literature continues to adopt a binary or either/or mentality in
which old essentialist practices have been overcome or replaced by non-essentialist
practices. On the contrary, what the emergence of online ethnicities highlights is that
the regimes of representations are reversed and that the old essentialist ethnic subject
still exists through competing online representational discourses. The old representa-
tional practices still exist, but are now articulated in new ways by online ethnic and
religious communities. An essentialist black, Chinese or Muslim subject is still
present, and this new essentialist subject is not only constituted by the dominant
white Western and non-Muslim self, but through the Other’s own online
representational practices. The virtual ethnic and religious self is now the subject
rather than the object of representational practices. The above analysis of the online
migration literature has shown that what constitutes an authentic black, Chinese,
Indian or Muslim experience is now expressed by the ethnic and religious subject
themselves. The expressions of these online identities, however, can be conceived
through the discourse of ‘old ethnicities’ because at one level they adopt mimic
representational practices to reflect a more ‘authentic’ ethnic or religious subject.
From another perspective, they can also be conceptualised as ‘new’ (New Ethnicity II)
because they are now conceived through an online environment in which cultural
and religious identities are de-territorialised, disembodied and discursively con-
structed.
Finally, recent scholarship on online ethnicities underestimates how representa-
tional practices overlap and the role they play in conceptualising online ethnic and
religious subjects. Thus online cultural and religious identities can be considered
‘new’ because of their disembodied and de-territorialised expressions (New
Ethnicities II), but it may be difficult to categorise them as ‘new’ in Hall’s terms
because they reinforce mimic representational practices. Finally, migration scholars
conducting research on online identities should acknowledge the coexistence of ‘old’
and ‘new’ ethnicities and, rather than suggesting that there is a historical break
between the two we should view these categories as part of a continuum in which
online ethnic and religious identities move between these extremes while never
actually resting in either position. New ethnicities are ‘new’ not because of some
historical break with past conceptualisations of identities, but because they link past
and present essentialist and anti-essentialist representational discourses. Online
ethnicities can be reconceptualised as ‘new’ in two ways that are not necessarily
mutually exclusive: they have the potential to both destabilise and reinforce existing
mimic forms of representations (New Ethnicity I) and they are able to renegotiate,
re-represent and reconstruct offline identities (New Ethnicities II).
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